INTRODUCTION	II
mous but also impersonal: the storyteller does not intrude
his personality, and there is no moralizing or didacticism.
Again, the ballads are distinguished from all other types of
poetry by their complete freedom from the poetic diction
fashionable in any period: they have their own peculiar
rhetoric and phraseology. The best definition is Gerould's,
which sums up the three main constants found in all the
ballads. "A ballad is a folksong that tells a story with stress
on the crucial situation, tells it by letting the action unfold
itself in event and speech, and tells it objectively with little
comment or intrusion of personal bias."2 There is no doubt
that the ballads are "songs" and are incomplete without
music, but "folksong" itself requires a further definition. If
you define it as song "originating from the people" or
"expressing the aspirations of the people", you will become
involved in speculations about the nature and origins of the
"folk" which, as I shall try to show, lead nowhere. The only
satisfactory definition of a "folksong" is a song that has been
transmitted orally: that is, learnt by word of mouth by one
generation from preceding generations, without the assistance
of the written word. That definition could be applied to the
ballads in this country but for the fact that there has been no
such thing as purely oral transmission here for the last four
hundred and fifty years. Ever since the invention of cheap
printing, broadside versions of the ballads have been travelling
about the country and have been added to the repertoire of
folk-singers. Purely oral transmission can exist only among
an entirely illiterate community, cut off from all contact with
book-learning, and such a community has hardly existed in
England or Scotland during the recorded history of the ballads
—which begins only in the late Middle Ages,
The majority of the versions of the ballads in Child's
collection were collected from folk-tradition, some faithfully,
and some, as we shall see, with a good deal of editing, while
about the collection of many others nothing definite is known
at all. The Robin Hood ballads have as their only reliable
sources early manuscripts and seventeenth-century broad-
sides; and wherever they have turned up among folksingers,

